Background: Evidence suggests that adult education classes have a positive impact on
Background
Increasing public and governmental concern about the prevalence of mental and physical ill-health, and the associated personal, social and economic costs, has led to an emphasis on finding ways to improve individuals' wellbeing (e.g. De Feo, Barrett, Edwards, Hurst, & Green, 2014; Michaelson, Mahony, & Schifferes, 2012; Naylor et al., 2012; Windle, Francis, & Coomber, 2011) . Consequently, much research is now focusing on assessing the outcomes of different activities in terms of how they make people feel, function, and evaluate their lives. One of the areas under study has been adult education, which encourages continued, 'lifelong', learning after compulsory schooling has been completed, either for pleasure (informal 'learning for fun' that does not involve accreditation but allows individuals to gain new skills) or to gain qualifications. For example, older adults who engage in informal education such as art or music groups and evening classes, or are members of sports clubs, have significantly higher levels of wellbeing than those who do not (Jenkins & Mostafa, 2014) . Better health and wellbeing is associated both with having strong intimate connections with partners and close kin, and having a more extensive range of 'weak' social ties through membership of a broader group (e.g. Haslam, Cruwys, & Haslam, 2014; Koball, Moiduddin, Henderson, Goesling, & Besculides, 2010) . Consequently, attendance of adult education classes and groups might particularly promote health and wellbeing through enlarging a participant's circle of acquaintances, with the potential for these to become closer friends over time.
Although Jenkins and Mostafa (2014) found that informal education is associated with greater wellbeing, these authors did not focus on distinguishing between the effects of different types of informal education activities. Consequently, so far it is unknown whether some types of creative adult education activities promote wellbeing more effectively than others. For instance, if someone wishes to improve their wellbeing, broadly speaking would they be better off learning to sing or learning to make crafts? There is accumulating evidence that community singing leads to improved health and wellbeing (Clift, Nicol, Raisbeck, Whitmore, & Morrison, 2010; Coulton, Clift, Skingley, & Rodriguez, 2015; Judd & Pooley, 2014) , but the same seems to be true of other creative activities (Eschleman, Madsen, Alarcon, & Barelka, 2014; Leckey, 2011; Perruzza & Kinsella, 2010; Pöllänen, 2015) . This paper presents the qualitative results of a study that aimed to compare the effects of communitybased 'creative arts' adult education classes in singing, creative writing and crafts over the course of 7 months, in order to explore whether musical and non-musical activities yield the same impact on learners' social lives and wellbeing. These classes were 'community-based' in that they were not provided by an educational institution and took place in community venues, and involved the 'creative arts' in that they aimed to teach people to produce something new and valued (Mumford, 2003) . The classes were also 'informal' in that they did not lead to accreditation or qualifications but were attended for pleasure. Correspondingly, it should be borne in mind that the classes examined here represent a subset of the wide spectrum of 'adult education' viewed as a whole.
Learners participating in the study completed questionnaires before and after their classes at three timepoints across their 7-month courses: month 1 (timepoint 1), month 3 (timepoint 2) and month 7 (timepoint 3). These questionnaires comprised quantitative scales assessing self-reported health, wellbeing and social bonding to their classmates, as well as their demographic profile. Although most questions were answered once per timepoint (that is, either before or after class), scales measuring 'mood' and 'closeness to the class group' were completed both before and after the classes, allowing change across the class to be calculated (Author et al 2015) . At timepoints 1 and 2, only quantitative data on health, wellbeing and social bonding were collected. At timepoint 3, in addition to the quantitative scales asked before and after the class, participants were also asked to provide written responses to open questions about their experiences across the 7-month courses in the questionnaire completed after their class. The additional open questions included at timepoint 3 were designed to provide 'qualitative analogues' of the quantitative scales used at all three timepoints (see Methods), in order to assess participants' perceptions of any changes in their health, wellbeing and social lives.
The quantitative results of this study have been outlined elsewhere, and suggest that singing bonds the group more quickly that the other activities (Author et al 2015) .
However, by the end of the seven-month-long courses, participants in each of the classes felt similarly bonded to their group as a whole and did not differ statistically in their self-reported mental and physical health and wellbeing (Author et al 2015, Author et al, under review) . Thus, although the quantitative measures uncovered different patterns of social bonding between the different types of activity, the levels of bonding and wellbeing achieved at the end of these interventions were similarly improved. These findings suggest that the opportunity to meet people regularly and frequently may be sufficient to create social cohesion and improved wellbeing for group members.
However, the quantitative data were limited to predefined measures and may have missed unexpected outcomes identified by the participants themselves. In the current paper, I concentrate on how the participant learners retrospectively expressed the impact of the classes on their self-perception, their social lives, and their wellbeing.
To this end, I present thematic analysis of responses given to open questions at the end of the study (month 7), which provide a richer account of the perceived impact of the classes on the learners. I supplement these data with observations reported by the learners' tutors. Although I aimed to compare singers and non-singers in accordance with the associated quantitative analysis, participants of all three types of activity touched on the majority of the themes identified in the qualitative data. I therefore concentrate on elucidating these common themes, rather than on a comparison between the different types of class activities.
Method

Objective
The objective of this paper is to draw out common themes focusing on the perceived psychological and physical health, wellbeing and social outcomes of attending creative arts adult education classes.
Participants & setting
Participants (89 of the total 135 participants provided qualitative data, sub-sample Age: range = 33-83 years, M = 58, SD = 12; 79 female; 91% white ethnicity) chose to attend one of seven day-time courses set up for the purpose of the study by a UKbased adult education charity, provided free of charge and led by professional tutors.
The four singing courses, two crafts courses and one creative writing course consisted of weekly classes running over seven months, with a two-week break in the middle.
Each 2-hour class incorporated a short tea break. The weekly classes took place in community settings such as a public library or community centre. Participants were recruited by the charity from the local population and a number of the courses ran in economically deprived areas. Previous research has suggested that it is fairly well educated individuals who are more likely to engage in adult learning opportunities (e.g. Duckworth & Cara, 2012) , and this was also true for this sample, 92% of whom had gained qualifications at least to A-level standard or equivalent (Figure 1 ). Full written informed consent was given by both the learners and tutors at the start of the study, and they were debriefed at the end. Learners are referred to here as 'participants' because they were the focus of the study and the tutors were asked about their observations of their learners, rather than their own experiences of the classes.
[ Figure 1 near here]
Procedures
Questionnaires were completed before and after the classes at three timepoints (timepoint 1: month 1, timepoint 2: month 3, and timepoint 3: month 7). At timepoint 1, participants were given written information sheets about the study as well as verbal instructions by the researcher, using a standard script. Participants were told that the research project aimed to look at whether attending adult education classes affected people's health and wellbeing, but were not informed that the focus was on social engagement or about the hypotheses regarding differences between singers and nonsingers. At each of the three timepoints, the researcher distributed the before-and after-class questionnaires as a single pack before the start of the class. The participants were asked not to look at these until instructed to do so by the researcher, who was present while the participants individually filled in their questionnaires.
Participants were asked not to talk and not to share their answers with each other while filling in their own questionnaires, which were completed on clipboards that could be angled to maximize privacy. Qualitative data in the form of written responses to open questions (Table 1) were collected as part of a questionnaire completed after the class at timepoint 3, at the end of the 7-month courses (questionnaires at timepoints 1 and 2 contained only quantitative scales). Participants were not reminded of the aim of the research at this third timepoint, when the qualitative data presented here were collected.
Questionnaires
The questionnaires at all three timepoints included quantitative questions that asked participants to rate scales measuring their mental and physical health, wellbeing, mood and feelings of closeness to their classmates. In addition, open questions were included in the after-class questionnaire at timepoint 3. These were designed to provide 'qualitative analogues' of the quantitative scales. For instance, items from the RAND 36-SF scale (McHorney, Ware Jr., & Raczek, 1993; Ware Jr. & Sherbourne, 1992) were used to quantitatively measure emotional/mental and physical healthrelated quality of life, so open questions asked whether participants thought that attending the classes had affected their quality of life and physical health (Table 1) .
Additional quantitative scales were used to assess psychological health (PHQ9 and GAD7: Kroenke, Spitzer, & Williams, 2001; Spitzer, Kroenke, Williams, & Lowe, 2006) and wellbeing (Flourishing scale and SWLS: Diener et al., 2010; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) , and further open questions reflected this (Table   1) . Similarly, the Inclusion of Other in Self (IOS) scale was used to quantify how close each participant felt towards their class as a whole before and after each class (based on Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992) , and the short-form Positive And Negative Affect Scale (Thompson, 2007) was used to assess mood before and after each class.
Corresponding open questions asked participants, respectively, if they had noticed a change in the social engagement within their classes over the 7-month course and were asked whether they felt different after the class compared to beforehand (Table   1 ). To capture any effects not considered by the researcher, participants were asked whether anything about their involvement in the classes had surprised them. Another question aimed to elicit any perceptions of improved self-confidence as a result of the classes, something of particular interest to the collaborating charity.
[ Table 1 near here]
Analysis
Thematic analysis initially consisted of familiarization with the material through repeated reading of all the responses to all the open questions, in order to identify commonly recurring themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Machin, 2015) . Particular attention was paid to social interaction within and beyond the classes and the confidence felt by participants in relation to socialising. A number of sub-themes were identified within these overarching themes ( Table 2 ). The data were coded in relation to these sub-themes for each stimulus question separately. These themes and sub-themes were derived from the material under study, rather than from previous literature. Several iterations of examining the responses to each question and adjusting the sub-themes accordingly were undertaken in order to code the responses, until all the responses to each question were covered by a sub-theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Machin, 2015) . Since this research aimed to identify perceived changes associated with adult education classes, thematic coding was limited to responses where participants reported a change, ignoring comments such as 'no effect' or 'no change', which were generally linked to participants reporting that they already had a busy social life or schedule of activities and had a high level of health and well-being, and thus the classes had no additional effect: in other words, they felt that these areas of their lives could not improve. The responses linked to each sub-theme were then collated independently of the stimulus questions and were checked for internal consistency and for differentiation from the other sub-themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Machin, 2015) . The numbers of participants who gave responses represented by each sub-theme are given in Table 2. [ Table 2 near here]
Additional material from tutors
The seven tutors were also asked to provide written responses to open questions (Table 1) . Where relevant, tutor comments are presented in the results section to support themes emerging from learners' reports. However, the main focus of the study was how the participants' felt the classes had affected them, if at all, so tutor responses regarding their observations of their learners were not systematically coded but were used to corroborate the themes identified from the participants' responses.
Results
(Re)Connecting to the self
Participants related that the classes had helped them discover new, or rediscover forgotten, aspects of themselves.
[ In addition, several participants reported that they were coming to like themselves more. Generally, this was a product of the support and praise of others, the realisation that they had something of value to offer and that they were doing something 'worthwhile' that offered a 'new direction'. Having the confidence to sing loudly is a sentiment echoed by several singers who stated that the class had given them 'a voice', suggesting that the classes developed their self-confidence and assertiveness, allowing them to express themselves:
I have been pleased to find out that people see me as a nice person. I have been thanked for my sensitivity and empathy, told I would be missed if I couldn't attend…told I have a lovely voice…It has given me the belief that
I surprised myself today [when I improvised a solo] -I didn't realise there was a voice in there and it needed to come out. It's been so cramped for so long.
To have people in tears! That only happens on Broadway. It was amazing.
[Female, 48 years old, singer] Along a similar vein, a creative writer talked about the benefit of being aided to 'speak one's truth'. As well as increased confidence in what they had already achieved, participants often stated that these classes had encouraged them to have more confidence to 'have a go' when approaching new challenges more generally. In some cases the new-found confidence extended to participants taking the initiative in pursuing further opportunities, such as volunteering and running their own classes.
I had always had an inkling that
One of the learners set up a yoga class that was then attended by some of her singing classmates. Another participant set up her own craft session after facilitating the group during a period of tutor absence: The latter comment suggests a shift in social identity from a 'group that sings' to 'choir', a term that culturally denotes some expertise in singing and implies confidence not only in herself, but also in her group.
(Re)Connecting to others in the group
Belonging, support & reinforcing existing relationships
Participants generally reported creating friendships, belonging to a group and a sense of support in their classes, both from their tutors and from the other participants. As one singing tutor reported: 
Sharing information & perspectives
The classes also provided a platform for classmates to share information about local events, and a pool of people with similar interests with whom to share these experiences. It is also worth noting that the nature of singing in 'parts' led to some sub-structuring within the singing classes, although this was not regarded as negative. For example:
Encouraged to try new activities both through the stimulus and also
…I am an alto and we club together. [Female, unknown age, singer] Notice here that being a female with a lower voice is not considered a problem, but rather a badge of honour that marks out a group of similar women. The difference with the previous respondent is likely linked to the number of women expressing this trait and the resulting individual perceptions of inclusion or isolation. Additional sub-structuring within the groups occurred in terms of participants reporting liking 'some more than others' or disliking certain individuals.
Consequently, although most participants reported their class groups as a whole becoming 'closer' or 'friendlier' over time, individuals did not necessarily get to know every group member equally well or as positively.
Mood & physical effects
The classes generally had a positive effect on mood. Participants reported a mixture of increased energy (energized, uplifted, inspired, enthusiastic and confident) and fulfillment (contented, relaxed, and a sense of wellbeing). On the negative side, a few participants reported feeling exhausted or drained, though normally they had enjoyed the session despite this, suggesting that the tiredness resulted from the energy and concentration required. The warm-ups used in the singing classes were often reported to relax and loosen the body. One singer reported that she was sleeping better and another said that he could stand up for longer without back pain. Moreover, one singing tutor reported that
My mood is generally improved. Sometimes
One student who has a physical degenerative condition is able to handwrite after the session.
Ripples beyond the class
Several participants reported that they had integrated what they were learning into their everyday lives, for example through making gifts, teaching their children to craft, singing to their grandchildren, or keeping themselves occupied whilst travelling.
The new skill I have learned I can show my children that are simple for them
to learn, which they enjoyed doing. [Female, 44 years old, crafter] Their new interests thus reinforced their social connections outside the classes, and some participants reported that they were encouraging others to take up the activity too, potentially spreading the effects of these classes through their community. As well as integrating new interests into their lives, the classes inadvertently encouraged healthier routines. Those participants who thought that the classes impacted on their physical health generally reported an indirect influence through improved motivation and psychological health, or that it was a side-effect of being more active in terms of 'getting out of the house'. For instance, participants reported doing more walking, including to the class, or starting to attend a yoga course set up by one of their classmates. 
By having this interest, it has prompted me to go out and buy things
Discussion
Overall findings
These data corroborate past findings that lifelong learning enhances self-confidence and reported wellbeing (e.g. Duckworth & Cara, 2012; Field, 2011; Jenkins & Mostafa, 2014) , and further establish the claim that creative activities can benefit individuals through providing a sense of achievement and purpose, as well as a release from stress (Eschleman et al., 2014; Leckey, 2011; Perruzza & Kinsella, 2010) . The classes generally enhanced positive mood, improving hedonic wellbeing, and generated a social identity and sense of purpose, thus improving eudemonic wellbeing (Hogg & Williams, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2001 ). In addition, these classes were linked to increased self-efficacy (Hammond & Feinstein, 2005) , healthpromoting behaviours (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004) , and improved social capital (e.g. Hyyppä, Mäki, Impivaara, & Aromaa, 2007; Nyqvist, Finnäs, Jakobsson, & Koskinen, 2008; Schuller & Field, 1998) . These positive outcomes were identified in comments made by participants doing all three types of activity, suggesting that lifelong learning for fun can yield benefits regardless of what subject is chosen, at least if it involves the creative arts. However, this does not necessarily mean that adult education classes would improve wellbeing for everyone (Field, 2011) . Indeed, some participants in this study reported negative experiences linked to self-other comparison. After outlining the major outcomes identified here (self-efficacy and health-promoting behaviours, social capital, and negative experiences), I outline the limitations and potential practical implications of the study, and suggest avenues for further research.
Self-efficacy and health-promoting behaviours
The classes helped participants develop self-confidence and gain a greater sense of control over, and satisfaction with, their lives (Hammond & Feinstein, 2005) : improved confidence in their abilities and an associated willingness to attempt new challenges were outcomes that were frequently mentioned by participants (Table 2) . This is illustrated especially well by the learner who starting volunteering in her local school and the two participants who separately set up and led new classes, but is more widely demonstrated by participants taking time for themselves and deciding to pursue activities that supported their personal sense of satisfaction and fulfillment.
A number of participants reported that the classes motivated them to be more active, and this may have contributed to their sense of self-mastery. The inadvertent transition to more active lifestyles ties with previous findings that adult learning is associated with improved health and greater uptake of health-promoting behaviours, such as quitting smoking and taking more exercise (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004) . By giving individuals a reason to be active, adult education classes can have repercussions beyond the classroom that transform participants' lifestyles and support better mental and physical health outcomes.
Although crafters, writers and singers all reported improved self-confidence, only singers reported feeling that they played a useful role in the group. This feeling of making a distinctive contribution may have been linked to the shared goal of creating a piece of music and the associated coordination required (Koudenburg, Postmes, Gordijn, & van Mourik Broekman, 2015) . In contrast, the crafters and writers worked towards individual projects. However, collaborative crafts or writing projects might have similar effects to singing in this regard and this is a productive avenue for future research (Author et al, 2015) . In addition, the synchronization of sound production during singing may have created a sense of solidarity and bonding with the group through the release of neuropeptides such as β-endorphin (e.g. Koudenburg et al., 2015; Pearce, Launay, & Dunbar, 2015; Vickhoff et al., 2013) . In the other classes, in which there were more opportunities for chatting with classmates, bonding may have been linked to synchronous laughter instead (Dunbar et al., 2012; Pearce et al., 2015) .
Social capital
The comments collated here support previous findings that adult education tends to enhance social capital through facilitating a sense of belonging, promoting tolerance of others and providing participants with the opportunity and skills to extend their social networks (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004; Nyqvist et al., 2008; Schuller, Preston, Hammond, Brassett-Grundy, & Bynner, 2004) . Indeed, along with improved mood, gaining a sense of belonging and support was the most frequently mentioned outcome reported by participants ( Table 2 ). The classes provided a 'safe space' that supported positive social engagement, even between those who usually found social interaction difficult. It may have helped that classmates shared an interest in their respective activity, since such commonality is likely to have increased their liking of one another . Such classes provide a wider circle of acquaintances from diverse sub-sets of the local community who can share new information about local events and opportunities (Salo, 2009; Tett & Maclachlan, 2007) . Moreover, if an individual does not already have a strong supportive network of close ties, for instance because they have recently moved to the area, then adult education classes provide a pool of potential friends.
The enhanced tolerance and openness to others found here and previously (Schuller et al., 2004 ) might arise through increased familiarity (Kaptein, Nass, Parvinen, & Markopoulos, 2013; Moreland & Beach, 1992; Moreland & Zajonc, 1982) . In turn, liking of classmates from previously unfamiliar backgrounds might generalize to others from that background (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) . Adult education classes, at least those in creative subjects, may thus act as a crucible of positive social mixing that spreads to the wider community, thus promoting greater community engagement, integration and cohesion. Although increased community engagement has been consistently associated with community choirs Grindley, Astbury, Sharples, & Aguirre, 2011; Hillman, 2002) , this relationship is likely to hold for other creative arts activities (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004) .
The downside of adult education
Despite classmates becoming friendlier and closer over time, some comments indicated that habitual seating and task-groups (such as singing parts) can lead to substructuring within classes. However, this is not altogether unexpected given the typically hierarchical structure of human social organisation (Van Vugt & Schaller, 2008; Zhou, Sornette, Hill, & Dunbar, 2005) . Nonetheless, it is worth bearing in mind that habitual seating patterns may prevent thorough social mixing within classes.
More worryingly, two participants reported negative experiences associated with selfother comparison. More work needs to be done in assessing the potential negative impact of attending adult education classes, which might include a new dissatisfaction with one's life that may not necessarily motivate positive change (see Field, 2011) .
Tutors also need to be sensitive to such reactions and need support in order to manage the associated dynamics within the group.
Limitations, practical implications & future work
Participants were aware that the research aimed to explore wellbeing and health effects and one might thus expect demand characteristics in responses to open questions: learners reporting benefits to please the researcher, their tutor or the adult education provider. However, the author concentrated on identifying the specific ways in which any reported benefits were manifested. Although demand characteristics might lead participants to report that there were benefits, this would not necessarily account for the details of the effects reported. Moreover, some participants did voice negative experiences and a number reported a lack of effect in some areas, particularly in relation to physical health, suggesting that demand characteristics were not playing a role, at least for these individuals with respect to these questions. Even so, knowing that they were part of a research study may have meant that participants were more likely to be on the look out for changes than they would have been otherwise, and more likely to attribute them to the classes.
Furthermore, being asked to recall and reflect on their experience retrospectively may have biased what they reported, for example due to inaccurate memories of how they felt at the start of the courses.
It is also worth noting that this analysis combined two different but linked datasets, which comprised (i) learners' perceptions of their own experiences and (ii) tutors' observations of their learners' experiences. These data were elicited using different stimulus questions (Table 1) Given these limitations, care should be taken in generalizing these results, particularly to men, who were underrepresented in this sample: 89% of the learners who responded to the open questions were female. Since other studies have uncovered differential gender effects with respect to the quality of life benefits of leisure activities, further work focusing particularly on men is required, especially to explore why fewer men tend to engage with adult education and choirs in the first place (e.g. Clift & Hancox, 2010; Hyyppä et al., 2007; Salo, 2009) . Another potential limitation to the generalizability of these results is that these classes were generally attended for pleasure, rather than for up-skilling or employment-related purposes (though some individuals attending the creative writing class hoped to get published), so these findings may not relate to all categories of adult education. Moreover, the classes were all in 'creative arts' activities (in these sense of producing something new and valuable such as a painting or a piece of music), and the results may not generalise to other subjects such as computing or languages. However, despite these caveats, the findings presented here remain valid for several reasons. Firstly, the current work shows consistency both with previous work on other types of adult education and between the reported experiences of learners and the observations of their tutors.
Secondly, any priming is unlikely to have dictated the exact details of the benefits reported. This being so, the similar comments from participants across the three activities suggest that many types of 'creative arts' classes for pleasure can yield marked benefits.
In many situations individuals taking up a new activity join an existing group, and this could be particularly challenging for those who lack self-confidence. In the case of these classes, the groups were newly formed, so individuals did not have to try to enter pre-existing cliques. As outlined above, at least one participant found that this aided social engagement. A possible implication arising from this is that adult education classes should not engage in rolling enrolment, but instead should use block booking for courses that run over multiple terms. Alternatively, on-going classes could adopt a buddying scheme to help ease a new individual's transition into the group. Another practical insight is that the warm-up exercises performed in the singing classes were reported to induce relaxation and consequently might be useful in other educational settings. Future studies could pilot test and evaluate such schemes.
The lack of course fees may have encouraged participation from a wider variety of individuals than would otherwise occur. It may be that in order to effectively engage the power of creative arts classes to integrate individuals from different backgrounds and translate this into enhanced involvement and engagement in the wider community (Schuller et al., 2004) , funding needs to be available to subsidise all course places.
This would ensure that income is not a barrier to attendance or group integration.
Conclusion
Overall, these creative arts adult education classes provided considerable benefits to participants that extended beyond the classroom. Participants felt more confident to take an assertive role in their futures, and more integrated into their local communities. Moreover, the classes allowed them to strengthen ties with close friends and family through sharing their new interests, and they enjoyed enhanced wellbeing linked both to more positive moods and a sense of belonging. Although group activities do leave open the possibility of negative self-other comparisons, in general the participants reported overwhelmingly positive outcomes of these creative arts adult education classes, irrespective of whether they were crafters, singers or writers.
These findings contribute to the growing body of evidence demonstrating that participation in lifelong learning is an effective way of enhancing wellbeing. Tables   Table 1: The questions included in questionnaires given to the participants (learners) and their tutors at the end of the seven-month courses. Is there anything else you would like to say about how the class has influenced the health and wellbeing of your learners? What effects, if any, have these classes had on other aspects of your life? Did attending this course affect you in any ways that you did not expect? Do you tend to feel different after a class compared to before a class? 
